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The masses have little time to think. 


And how incredible is the willingness 


of modern man to believe.
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Prologue


State of Bavaria, Germany 


Saturday, June 8 


10:40 a.m.


Danny Daniels liked the freedom of not being president of the United States. Make no mistake, he’d loved being president. And for eight years he’d performed the job to the best of his ability. But he really cherished his life as it was now. Able to move about. Go where he wanted. When he wanted.


He’d refused any after-office Secret Service protection, which was his right, spinning it by saying he wanted to save taxpayers the money. But the truth was he liked not having babysitters. If somebody wanted to hurt him, then have at it. He was anything but helpless, and ex-presidents had never been much of a threat to anyone.


Sure, he was recognized.


It went with the territory.


Whenever it happened, as his mother taught him, he was gracious and accommodating. But here, deep in southern Bavaria, on a rainy, late-spring Saturday morning, the chances of that happening were slim. And besides, he’d been out of office for six months. Practically an eternity in politics. Now he was the junior senator from the great state of Tennessee. Here to help a friend.


Why?


Because that’s what friends did for one another.


He’d easily located the police station in Partenkirchen. The mountain town intertwined with Garmisch so closely that it was difficult to tell where one municipality ended and the other began. The granite edifice sat within sight of the old Olympic ice stadium built, he knew, in 1936 when Germany last had hosted the Winter Games. Beyond, in the distance, evergreen Alpine slopes, laced with ski runs, no longer carried much snow.


He’d come to speak with a woman being held on direct orders from the chancellor of Germany. Her birth name was Hanna Cress. Yesterday, a Europol inquiry revealed that she was a Belarusian citizen with no criminal history. They’d also been able to learn from online records that she owned an apartment in an upscale Minsk building, drove a C-Class Mercedes, and had traveled out of Belarus fourteen times in the past year, all with no obvious means of employment.


Apparently no one had schooled her in the art of discretion.


Something big was happening.


He could feel it.


Important enough that his old friend, the German chancellor herself, had personally asked for his assistance.


Which he’d liked. It was good to be needed.


He found Hanna Cress in a small interrogation room adorned with no windows, bright lights, and a gritty tile floor. She was sitting at a table nursing a cigarette, the air thick with blue smoke that burned his eyes. He’d come into the room alone and closed the door, requesting that no one either observe or record the conversation, per the instructions of the chancellor.


“Why am I being held?” she said matter-of-factly in good English.


“Somebody thought this would be a great place for you and me to get acquainted.” He wasn’t going to let her get the better of him.


She exhaled another cloud of smoke. “Why send American president to talk to me? This doesn’t concern you.”


He shrugged and sat, laying a manila envelope on the table.


So much for not being recognized.


“I’m not president anymore. Just a guy.”


She laughed. “Like saying gold just a metal.”


Good point.


“I came to Germany to deliver envelope,” she said, pointing. “Not be arrested. Now an American president wants to talk?”


“Looks like it’s your special day. I’m here helping out a friend. Marie Eisenhuth.”


“The revered chancellor of Germany. Oma herself.”


He smiled at the nickname. Grandmother. Of the nation. A reference surely to both her age and the long time Eisenhuth had served as chancellor. No term limits existed in Germany. You stayed as long as the people wanted you. He actually liked that system.


She savored another deep drag of her cigarette, then stubbed out the butt in an ashtray. “You came to talk. We talk. Then maybe you let me go.”


This woman had appeared yesterday in Garmisch for a rendezvous that had been arranged through a series of emails to the chancellor’s office from a man named Gerhard Schüb. The idea had been to facilitate a transfer of documents from Schüb, with Cress as the messenger. Which happened. Hence, the envelope. Then Cress had been taken into custody. Why? Good question, one that his old friend the chancellor had not fully answered. But who was he to argue with methodology. He was just glad to be in the mix.


“Who is Gerhard Schüb?” he asked.


She smiled, and the expression accented a bruise on the right side of her face. The stain marred what were otherwise striking features. Her skin was a milky white, and the features of her mouth and nose made her attractive in a stark kind of way, though her blue eyes were misty and distant.


“He is man trying to help,” she said.


Not an answer. “I’ll ask again. Who is Gerhard Schüb?”


“A man who knows great deal.” She motioned to the envelope. “And he is sharing some of what he knows.”


“Why doesn’t he come forward himself?”


“He does not want to be found. Not even for Oma.” She paused. “Or ex-presidents. He send me.” She stared at him hard. “You don’t understand any of this, do you?”


Through the insult he caught the unspoken message.


There is more here than you know.


“There are people and things, from past, that still have meaning today,” she said. “Great meaning, in fact. As German chancellor will find out—if she pursues this matter. Tell Oma to be diligent.”


“Toward what?”


“Victory.”


An odd answer, but he let it pass. He lifted the envelope. “Inside here is a sheet with numbers on it. They look like GPS coordinates. Are they?”


She nodded. “It is a place, I am told, you need to visit.”


“Why?”


She shrugged. “How would I know? I just messenger.”


“You didn’t bother to mention any of this yesterday.”


“Never got chance. Before arrested and hit in face.”


Which explained the bruise.


“I read the other papers in the envelope,” he said. “They talk of things that have been over for a long time. World War Two. Hitler. Nazis.”


She laughed, short and shallow. “Amazing how history can have meaning. Pay attention, Ex-President, you might learn things.”


He could see she was going to be difficult.


But he specialized in difficult. “Is Gerhard Schüb my instructor?”


“Herr Schüb is only trying to help.”


“To what end?”


She smiled. “To find truth. What else?”


She reached for the pack of cigarettes. He decided another smoke might loosen her tongue so he allowed her the privilege. She quickly lit up, and two deep drags seemed to relax her.


He needed to know more.


Especially about the origins of the documents in the envelope.


Her eyes changed first. A forlorn, pensive gaze replaced by sudden fear, then pain, then desperation. The muscles in her face tightened and contorted in a look that signaled agony. Her fingers released their grip on the cigarette. Hands reached for her throat. Her tongue sprang from her mouth and she gagged, trying to suck air. Spittle foamed, then seeped from her lips.


He came to his feet and tried to help. She grabbed his jacket with both hands, her eyes wide with terror.


“Kai . . . ser.”


She strangled one last breath, then her head fell to one side as the muscles in her neck surrendered. Her grip relaxed and she slumped over in the chair. On the waft of her last exhale came a tinge of bitter almond.


A smell he recognized.


Cyanide.


He stared at the pack of cigarettes on the table, the butt still burning on the floor.


What the hell?


And what did she mean by—


Kaiser.










Three Days Later










CHAPTER ONE


Republic of Belarus 


Tuesday, June 11 


8:50 a.m.


Cotton Malone knew the signs of trouble. He should, since he lived in that perilous state more often than not. Take today. It started off innocent enough with breakfast at the superb Beijing Hotel. A touch of the Orient in a former Soviet bloc nation. First class all the way, as it should be, since he had company on this journey.


“I hate planes,” Cassiopeia Vitt said.


He smiled. “Tell me something I don’t know.”


They were five thousand feet in the air, headed southwest toward Poland. Below stretched miles of unpopulated forest, the towns few and far between. They’d come east as a favor to former president Danny Daniels, who’d appeared in Copenhagen two days ago with a problem. The chancellor of Germany was looking for someone named Gerhard Schüb. A Belarusian woman named Hanna Cress had appeared in Bavaria with some incredible information, then had been murdered, but not before uttering one word.


Kaiser.


“Do you think the two of you could take a quick trip to Minsk and see if you can learn more about her and/or Gerhard Schüb?” Daniels had asked.


So they’d chartered a plane and flown from Denmark yesterday morning, making inquiries all day.


Which had attracted attention.


“Do you think we can get out of this country in one piece?” she asked.


“I’d say it’s about fifty–fifty.”


“I don’t like those odds.”


He grinned. “We’ve made it this far.”


They’d barely escaped the hotel after the militsiya arrived in search of them. Then they’d made it to the airport just ahead of their pursuers only to find that the plane they’d arrived in yesterday had been confiscated. So he did what any enterprising bookseller who’d once served as an intelligence officer for the United States Justice Department would do, and stole another.


“I really hate planes,” she said again. “Especially ones I can barely move around in.”


Their choice of rides had been limited, and he’d settled for a GA8 Airvan. Australian made. Single engine, strut-based wing, all metal, with an odd, asymmetrical shape. A bit squared-off and boxy would be a more accurate description. Designed for rough airstrips and bush landings. He’d flown one a few years ago and liked it. On this model the eight rear seats were gone, making for a somewhat roomy cabin behind them. Advertisements painted to the fuselage confirmed that this was a skydiving plane, and it had been easy to hot-wire the engine to life.


He watched as she studied the ground out the windows.


“It’s not that bad,” he said.


“That’s all relative.”


She was gorgeous. The Latin–Arab gene mix definitely produced some exceptionally attractive women. Add in being smart and savvy with the courage of a lioness, and what was not to love. Little rattled her save for she loathed the cold, and where he hated enclosed spaces she detested heights. Unfortunately, neither of them seemed to be able to avoid either.


“Do you know where we are?” she asked.


“I’d say north of Brest, which sits right on the Polish border. I was hoping to catch a glimpse of the town, off to the south.”


He’d dead reckoned their course, keeping the morning sun behind them and following the dash compass on a southwest heading. Too far north and they’d end up in Lithuania, which could continue their troubles. Poland was where they wanted to be, safe back in the EU. The Belarus State Security Committee remained the closest thing to the old Soviet KGB that still existed. It had even kept the same shorthand name, along with the rep as a major human rights violator. Torture, executions, beatings, you name it, those guys were guilty. So he preferred not to experience any of their methods firsthand.


He kept a light grip on the yoke, which sprang up from the floor rather than sticking out of the control panel. He had excellent visibility through the forward and side windows. The sky ahead loomed clear, the ground below a sea of dense trees. A road ran in a dark, winding path among them with an occasional farmhouse here and there.


He loved flying.


A plane was, to him, like a being unto itself. Flying was once supposed to have been his career. But things changed. Which, considering his life, seemed like an understatement.


He made a quick scan of the controls. Airspeed, eighty knots. Fuel, forty-five gallons. Electrical, all good. Controls, responsive.


Below, to the south, he caught sight of Brest in the distance.


Perfect.


“There’s our marker,” he said. “The border’s not far.”


They’d made good time on the 120 miles from Minsk. Once inside Poland he’d find a commercial airport to land where they could make their way out of the country on the first available flight. Far too risky to keep using this stolen ride.


He backed off the throttle, slowed their speed, and adjusted the flaps, allowing the Airvan to drop to a thousand feet. He intended on crossing at low altitude, under the radar.


“Here we go,” he said.


He kept the trim stable, the two-bladed propellers’ timbre never varying. The engine seemed to be working with no complaints. A few knocks rippled across the wings from the low-level air, but nothing alarming.


Then he saw it.


A flash.


Among the trees.


Followed by a projectile emerging from the canopy, heading straight for them.


He yanked the yoke and banked in a tight, pinpoint maneuver that angled the wings nearly perpendicular to the ground. Luckily, the Airvan had game and could handle the turn, but their slow speed worked against them and they began to fall.


The projectile exploded above them.


“An RPG,” he said, working the yoke and forcing the throttle forward, increasing speed. “Apparently we haven’t been forgotten.”


He leveled off the trim and prepared to climb.


To hell with under the radar. They were being attacked.


“Incoming,” Cassiopeia yelled, her attention out the windshield.


“Where?”


“Two. Both sides.”


Great.


He maxed out the throttle and angled the flaps for a steep climb.


Two explosions occurred. One was far off, causing no damage, but the other left a smoldering hole in one wing.


The engine sputtered.


He reached for the fuel mixture and shut down the left wing tanks, hoping that would keep air out of the line. They were still gaining altitude, but the engine began to struggle for life.


“That’s not good,” Cassiopeia said.


“No, it’s not.”


He fought the lumps and bumps, the yoke bucking between his legs. “I know you don’t want to hear this. But we’re going down.”










CHAPTER TWO


Cassiopeia did not want to hear that.


Not in the least.


The plane continued to buck. Nothing about this scenario seemed good. Her gaze darted to the altimeter, and she noted that they were approaching a thousand meters.


“Why are we going up?” she asked.


Cotton was fighting the plane’s controls, which seemed to resist his every command. “Beats the hell out of down. Unstrap and go back and see if there are any parachutes.”


She stared at him with disbelief, but knew better than to argue. He was doing the best he could to keep them in the air, and for that she was grateful. She released the buckle and slipped out of the shoulder straps.


The plane lurched hard.


She grabbed the back of her seat, then stumbled into the rear compartment. Benches lined either side of the open space. Other than those, nothing else was there.


“It’s empty,” she called out.


“Look inside the benches,” Cotton said.


She lunged for the right side of the plane and dropped to her knees. She grabbed the bench and lifted the long cushion, which was hinged. Inside lay one parachute. She freed it from the compartment, then shifted to the other side and opened the bench. Empty.


Only one parachute?


Come on.


 


Cotton kept fighting.


Roll and pitch seemed responsive, but it took effort to maneuver. He had to be careful to avoid a stall. He retracted the flaps, which increased speed. Planes were judged on what they carried, where they could go, and how fast they got there. Under the circumstances, this one was doing great.


The RPG had damaged the wing and control surfaces. Fuel was spilling out from the carnage, draining part of the half-full tanks they’d had at takeoff. The engine continued to struggle, the prop not so much biting as gumming the air. The yoke had gone loose between his legs, which meant he’d probably cracked the cowl flaps on the climb. But he managed to level off with positive trim at just over four thousand feet.


All along they’d continued southwest.


No more projectiles had come from the ground, which he hoped meant they’d crossed into Poland. But that was impossible to know, as nothing but trees stretched below.


The control stick wrenched from his hand and the plane stopped flying. The gauges went crazy. Pressure and oil indicators dropped to zero. The plane bucked like a bull.


“There’s only one chute,” Cassiopeia called out.


“Put it on.”


“Excuse me?”


“Put the damn thing on.”


 


Cassiopeia had never touched a parachute before, much less donned one. The last thing on earth she’d ever anticipated doing in her life was leaping from a plane.


The floor beneath her vibrated like an earthquake. The engine was trying to keep them up, but gravity was fighting hard to send them down. She slipped her arms through the shoulder harness, brought the remaining strap up between her legs, and clicked the metal buckles into place.


“Open the side door,” he called out. “Hurry. I can’t hold this thing up much longer.”


She reached for the latch and slid the panel on its rails, locking it into place. A roar of warm air rushed inside. Below, the ground raced by, a really long way away.


“We have to jump,” Cotton said over the noise.


Had she heard right?


“There’s no choice. I can’t land this thing, and it’s not going to stay in the air any longer.”


“I can’t jump.”


“Yes, you can.”


No, she couldn’t. Bad enough she was inside this plane. That had taken all she had. But to jump out? Into open sky?


Cotton released his harness and rolled out of the chair. The plane, now pilotless, pitched forward, then back. He staggered over and wrapped his arms around her, connecting his hands between the chute and her spine.


They faced each other.


Close.


He wiggled them both to the door.


“Cotton—”


“Put your hand on the D-ring,” he said to her. “Count to five, then pull it.”


Her eyes signaled the terror coursing through her.


“Like you told me once, when I panicked,” he said. “It’s just you and me here, and I got you.”


He kissed her.


And they fell from the plane.


 


Cotton had jumped before, but never in tandem clinging to another person without a harness, with no goggles, and at such a low altitude.


Once free of the cabin they immediately began spinning. A jet of burning air whipped away his voice and deafened his ears. A sour dryness scraped his throat and washed his eyes. He felt like he was inside a tumble dryer. But he had to keep his wits and hope that Cassiopeia did the same and remembered to count to five, then pull the rip cord. No way he could do it for her, as it was taking every ounce of strength he had to keep his hands locked around her body.


Their spinning lessened and he spotted the Airvan as it plunged downward. They needed to be as far away from that disaster as possible, which did not appear to be a problem.


Suddenly his head whipped back and they were both tugged hard as Cassiopeia apparently made it to five. He saw the chute emerge from the pack, its lines going taut as the canopy caught air. They were both wrenched upward, then they settled, slowly dropping downward in a now quiet morning.


“You okay?” he asked in her ear.


She nodded.


“I’m going to need you to reach up and work the lines and steer us,” he said.


“Tell me what to do.”


He was impressed with how she was holding up. This had to be the worst nightmare for someone with acrophobia.


“Pull hard with your left arm.”


She followed his instruction, which banked their descent in a steeper approach. He was angling for a clearing he’d spotted, free of trees. Hitting the ground there seemed far preferable to being raked by limbs.


“More,” he said.


She complied.


But they weren’t moving far enough toward the target.


And they were running out of air.


He decided to try it himself and released his grip from behind her, quickly grabbing one set of lines, then the other, using his full weight to shift the canopy and alter their trajectory.


Only a few seconds remained in their descent.


He was holding on for dear life, his body twisting with their every movement, only ten fingers between him and plunging to his death. Cassiopeia recognized the threat and wrapped her arms around his waist and held tight.


He appreciated the gesture.


And kept working the lines.


They cleared the trees.


“When we hit, fold your knees,” he said. “Don’t fight the impact. Just let it happen.”


The ground came up fast.


“Let go of me,” he yelled.


She did.


And they pounded the ground.


She was pulled with the canopy. He fell away from her, landing on his right side, then rolling across the rocky earth.


He stopped.


And exhaled, settling his jangled nerves.


Nothing seemed broken.


Amazing that his nearly fifty-year-old body could still take a hit.


Cassiopeia lay on the ground, the canopy settling beyond her.


In the distance he heard an explosion.


The Airvan.


Crashing.










CHAPTER THREE


Cassiopeia breathed hard, trying not to hyperventilate. She’d done a lot of dangerous things involving fire, water, explosives, guns, and knives. But nothing—absolutely nothing—compared with what had just happened. Heights had always been a problem for her, but one she’d managed to control and contain. Of course, never had she faced falling through the sky, thousands of meters in the air with someone else clinging to her, one parachute between them.


“Are you okay?” Cotton asked as he ran over.


“No. I’m not okay.” Her voice rose. “I just jumped out of a damn airplane. What part of that do you not see as insane?” Her breathing refused to calm. “That was way beyond anything I ever want to experience.” Reality kept assaulting her brain. She was talking fast. “I jumped out of a plane. No. I was pulled out of a plane.”


He knelt down in front of her. “At least I kissed you.”


“Really? That makes it all better?”


He cupped her cheeks with both hands. “I get it.”


Three words. That said it all.


She stared into his green eyes.


And remembered what had happened beneath Washington, DC, when the roles were reversed and he’d panicked, facing his worst fear. What had she said to him? It’s just you and me here, and I got you. Exactly what he’d told her.


He was right.


He did get it.


She fought through her panic and touched his hand. “I know you do.”


“There was no time to debate the point. We had to go before the plane lost its trim. If it started spinning, we never would have been able to jump.” He looked around at the morning sky, then out at the open field and trees. “I only hope we’re over the border.”


As did she.


He helped her up and released the buckles, allowing the empty pack to clump to the ground. The white canopy lay folded onto itself a few meters away.


She hugged him, breathing in his scent.


He held her tight.


She’d known a lot of men, a few who became quite close, but no one compared to Harold Earl “Cotton” Malone. He was tall and full through the chest. His wavy hair, cut neat and trim, seemed to always carry the burnished tint of aged stone. He was a forthright individual with strong tastes and even stronger convictions. But a crease of amusement liked to linger on his lips, which suggested a devilish side, one she knew to be exciting. He came from solid stock. His mother was a native Georgian from the southern United States, his father a career military man, an Annapolis graduate, who rose to the rank of commander before being lost at sea when his submarine sank. Cotton had followed in his father’s footsteps, attending the Naval Academy, then flight school and fighter pilot training.


But he never finished.


Halfway through he abruptly sought reassignment to the Judge Advocate General’s corps and was admitted to Georgetown University Law Center, earning a law degree. After graduation he served as a navy lawyer.


Then another shift.


To the U.S. Justice Department and a special unit known as the Magellan Billet, headed by a woman he had nothing but the greatest respect for, Stephanie Nelle. There he remained for a dozen years, until retiring out early, divorcing his wife, moving to Denmark, and buying on old-book shop.


Quite a change.


But this man knew what he wanted.


And how to get it.


They’d not been overly impressed with each other when they first met a few years ago in France. But now they were in love. A couple. There’d been ups and downs, but they’d weathered the storms. She trusted no one more than him, the past few minutes proof positive of that.


They released their hold on each other.


“That crashed plane is going to bring a lot of attention,” he said. “I suggest we get some distance from it.”


She agreed. “And you should make a call.”


 


Cotton reached into his pocket and found his cell phone. Magellan Billet issue. Specially designed for encoded transmissions with an enhanced GPS satellite locater. Though he was no longer an active agent, Stephanie Nelle had allowed him to keep it. Probably so that she could more easily locate him when she needed a favor.


Which was quite often.


But maybe not anymore.


After what happened in Poland last week he doubted the Americans would be calling anytime soon. He and the current president, Warner Fox, did not see eye to eye. Better the two of them not mix. Which was in no danger of happening after Fox’s assertion that he was now persona non grata. No more work would come his way from Washington.


But what had Doris Day sung? Que sera sera.


Yep. Crap happens.


Hopefully, though, other foreign intelligence agencies would still hire him from time to time, so things may not be a total loss.


He tried the phone but there was no service. So he grabbed the pack from the ground and began to gather up the chute, intending to ditch both in the trees. There had to be a highway or road nearby. A farmhouse. Village. Something. Once there, hopefully, his phone or someone else’s would work. But if he had to be stranded in the woods, then at least he was with the one person he’d most want to be with. He’d been married a long time to his first wife. They’d shared a lot of joy and pain. Even a child. His son, Gary. When they divorced he honestly never thought love would come his way again. Then Cassiopeia appeared. Literally. In the night.


Shooting at him.


He smiled. Quite an ostentatious beginning.


One thing led to another, then another, and now they were a team.


In more ways than one.


Together they grabbed up the chute and headed for the trees. In the distance he heard a low-level bass thump cutting across the quiet morning.


He knew the sound.


Chopper blades.


He tried to decide on the direction and settled for west.


“It’s getting louder,” Cassiopeia said.


“Coming this way.”


They hustled forward and took refuge in the trees, stashing the parachute in the underbrush. The steady throb of rotor blades echoed until an NH90 roared into view above the treetops bearing NATO insignia.


Confirmation.


They’d made it all the way into Poland.


The heavy rhythmic beating of the helicopter swept low over the trees and landed in the middle of the clearing. Its side door opened and a man emerged, dressed casually in jeans and a dark-blue jacket, wearing boots. He was tall, broad shouldered, with a thick mop of white hair. He marched across the clearing, headed their way, walking with the stature of a man in charge.


Which he’d been.


“Danny Daniels,” Cassiopeia muttered.










CHAPTER FOUR


Cotton emerged from the trees with Cassiopeia. It was good to see Danny, who always had known how to make an entrance. The only thing missing were the chords from “Hail to the Chief.” The big man strode right up to them and gave Cassiopeia a hug, which she returned. They’d always had a special bond. Nothing romantic, more a father–daughter thing. She admired him, and the feeling seemed mutual.


“Everybody okay?” Danny asked. “You two have had quite the morning.”


“How did you find us?” Cotton asked.


“I pinged your phone. I was waiting at our base in Grafenwöhr.”


He knew about the military installation near the German–Polish border, home to the largest multinational training ground in Europe.


“You’ve been all over the chatter this morning,” Danny said. “NATO listening stations picked up your theft of a plane and the unauthorized flight, monitoring the transmissions. The Belarusians were waiting to shoot you down.”


“You could have warned us,” Cotton said.


“You know the drill. We can’t let them know that we know what they’re doing. Was all that related to what I asked you to do?”


He nodded. “That’s a yes.”


Danny chuckled. “It seems there’s a lot more here than meets the eye. Thankfully, the good folks at the base offered me a ride to come see what happened to you.”


“We appreciate your attention.”


Danny was looking around. “Where’s the other parachute?”


“There wasn’t one,” Cassiopeia said. “We share everything, except toothbrushes and ice cream cones.”


Danny shook his head. “What was that like?”


“Horrible,” she said. “But necessary, under the circumstances.”


The older man smiled. “That’s an optimistic way of putting it.”


“Have you ever had the pleasure?” she asked.


“Once. A long time ago. In the army. I decided then and there not to ever jump out of a plane again.”


“I’m with you.”


Cotton was allowing his old friend the luxury of building up to what he wanted. He sensed that the problem remained serious.


“Did you find out anything about Hanna Cress?” Danny asked.


“Bits and pieces. We needed another day or so. I was trying not to draw attention, which obviously didn’t work out.”


Danny shook his head. “We have a mess. Three days ago I watched Cress die, poisoned by a cigarette laced with cyanide inside a police interrogation room. We now know the cigarettes were supplied by the duty officer, who says another inspector, supposedly from Berlin, provided them when the woman requested smokes. Nobody, though, seems to know anything about that other inspector. Who, what, where, when? Nothing. He looked and acted official. Now he’s gone.”


“No cameras?” Cotton asked.


“Plenty of them. But not a single shot of the guy’s face. He was careful.”


“Which signifies a pro.”


Danny nodded. “Exactly.”


The helicopter waited out in the clearing, its blades still turning at low speed, churning up the tall brush.


“By the way,” Danny said, “President Czajkowski sends you greetings from Warsaw. I had to call in a favor with him to get permission for this incursion into Polish airspace. Oddly, once he knew you were involved, he said I could do whatever I wanted. No questions asked. Care to explain that one?”


Cotton smiled. “You’re not the only one with favors owed.”


“I want to hear more about that. But at the moment the clock is ticking, and I still need your help.”


Danny Daniels was one of the smartest people Cotton had ever known. He’d been elected president of the United States twice in overwhelming victories. They had a long history, accentuated by Danny’s close relationship with the Magellan Billet and Stephanie Nelle. That had been all business at first. Now Danny and Stephanie were an item, Danny divorced from his wife and openly seeing Stephanie.


The Magellan Billet was all Stephanie’s creation. A special unit within the Justice Department composed of twelve agents, most with military or legal backgrounds, who worked exclusively at her direction on some of the most sensitive assignments at Justice. It had been Daniels’ go-to agency for trouble resolution. But not so much with the new president, Warner Fox. In fact, the Billet’s days were probably numbered.


“How is Stephanie?” he asked Daniels.


“Still suspended from her job, but not actually fired. She made it perfectly clear that she did not want my help and I was to stay out of her fight with the White House. Nothing. Nada. God knows, it’s been hard. But that’s what I’m doing.”


Last week, while Cotton had acquired some future capital in the president of Poland’s eye, Stephanie had incurred the wrath of the president of the United States, earning a promise to be fired.


“Fox is letting her twist in the wind,” Danny said. “It’s his style. To her credit, she’s handling it okay. Thankfully, she’s civil service, so she gets a hearing. It’ll be closed door and classified, but still a hearing. That’ll take time. There’s nothing I can do about any of it, but watch.”


“Yet here you are in the woods of eastern Poland,” Cassiopeia said. “With a NATO chopper at your disposal.”


Daniels chuckled. “It’s good to be me.”


“We came into this blind,” Cotton said, “thinking it was a quick meet and greet to gather some intel. It’s obviously more than that. Maybe you should open our eyes.”


“There’s an election coming in Germany. Did you know that?”


They both shook their heads.


“National parliamentary voting is about to begin. Once done, the newly chosen Bundestag will meet and choose a German chancellor. To win that post, a candidate must achieve a majority of all the elected members in the legislature. Not just his or her party. All of them. The Germans have a name for it. Kanzlermehrheit. Chancellor’s majority.”


“Sounds like a tough job to get,” Cotton said.


“It is, considering the number of political parties in Germany. About forty at last count. Even worse, the votes for chancellor in the Bundestag are by secret ballot. So nobody knows how anyone else votes. That allows a great deal of shifting alliances.”


Unlike in Congress, where the vote for Speaker of the House was public, with each member having to openly declare their support or opposition.


“And here’s the rub,” Daniels said. “It’s the German president who proposes a nominee for chancellor. That’s usually the person who heads the party that gets the most seats from the election. But if that person can’t get a chancellor’s majority, then the Bundestag elects its own candidate. If it isn’t able to do that, then things really get messy. Luckily, all of the chancellors since 1949 have achieved a majority on the first vote, so they’ve never gotten beyond that scenario.”


“Until now?” Cotton asked.


Danny nodded. “It’s shaping up to be a mess. It’s Ringling Brothers all over again. A virtual three-ring circus come to town, which could take a bad bounce in many different directions. Then six months from now it gets worse. That’s when elections to the European Parliament will be held. A once-in-five-years event when member states choose their national representatives. And there are big problems taking shape there. How Germany goes now could well be how the European Union goes then.”


Cotton was beginning to appreciate the gravity of the situation.


“The German chancellor also has enormous power,” Danny said. “He or she chooses all the cabinet ministers. The entire German government is shaped by whoever holds that position. Currently the chancellor is Marie Eisenhuth. A friend to the U.S. Also a decent person who tries to do the best she can for her country. But there’s a second candidate, one who is trying to take her job.”


“And he’s the problem?” Cassiopeia asked.


“Front and center.”


“What’s his name?”


“Theodor Pohl.”










CHAPTER FIVE


Cologne, Germany 


11:00 a.m.


Theodor Pohl realized there was a problem. Not with the rally, which was progressing smoothly. The crowd seemed enthusiastic, just the right blend of cheers and applause. Perfect for the cameras that perpetually followed him and that were, at the moment, focused on the dais where he stood.


His message was the same at every stop.


Germany for Germans.


The liberal immigration and naturalization policies forced on the nation by the Allies after World War II must stop. No more appeasing the world for things that happened nearly a century ago. No more Germany ruled by Germans for non-Germans. His condensed platform tag had been carefully chosen. The new, unified Fatherland was born from strife, but is powered by might.


Nothing militaristic, though.


He was always careful to tinge his rhetoric. His message was simply that a strong economy bore a strong nation. But not with euros. Again, that was something forced by a fixated need to be overly accommodating. The mark was the currency of Germany. Always had been, always would be. Which fit the main slogan his high-priced consultants had devised.


Zurück in die zukunft.


Back to the future.


And the words seemed to resonate, drawing more and more people to his rallies. Today’s crowd was particularly inspiring. He especially liked one of the signs that had become common at his gatherings.


wir sind das volk.


We are the people.


He stood in the shadow of Cologne’s twin-spire Gothic cathedral, its towering exterior studded with an almost overpowering array of stone filigree. It rested near the railroad station amid a sea of commerce, only the passing crowds and a rumble of traffic disturbing its serenity. At least twenty thousand people filled the square surrounding the ancient church. Purists pronounced the spot the heart and soul of Cologne.


And he was not about to contradict them.


“Look behind me,” he shouted into the microphone, “at this monument to what man can accomplish with both mind and body. Such a commanding pile of masonry. Its size reflects nothing but sheer power.” He hesitated a moment for effect. “This is the soul of Cologne.”


The crowd cheered their approval with an enthusiasm he’d grown accustomed to hearing.


Still, though, there was a problem.


He sensed it in the gaze of a man who stood off alone, near the entrance to one of the shops that ringed the cathedral square. He’d noticed him the instant he took to the stage, since he knew that Josef Engle was not a man given to concern. Yet something told him his associate was bothered. Maybe it was the way he stood, or his extra lack of attention to the rally.


Hard to say for sure.


Yet there was something.


At the moment, though, he could not be worried about that and returned his attention to the people who’d taken time from their day to come and listen to his message.


“I seek the chancellorship of this nation, my party seeks control of the Bundestag, because we have a vision for Germany that I believe you share. There is no longer a need for any of us to feel shame at the folly of another generation. We have atoned for the sins of the last Reich. Those men are dead and gone. Dust in their graves. There will be no Fourth Reich. Such thoughts are nonsense.” He paused an instant for effect. “For three-quarters of a century this nation has been forced to accept anyone and everyone that the countries of the world care to cast off. This indignity must stop.”


He knew that statement would strike a chord. A hundred thousand Turkish immigrants lived in and around Cologne, and their presence was not popular. The Allies after World War II forced a clause in the German constitution that compelled free immigration with little to no control. His theme was simple. Pluralism threatened the German soul. He screamed the words he’d echoed throughout the land.


“Ausländer raus.”


Foreigners out.


The people roared their approval.


He again noticed Engle, still standing near the shop entrance. His acolyte came from the old East Germany, heavy with the callousness all too common in the former communists. His last name meant “angel,” but the man was anything but. Engle had also risen above the social barriers unification had quietly imposed on those from the former East Germany. He carried himself with the vigor of a man in his mid-fifties, adding the sophistication of a perpetual tan and a Vandyke beard dusted with streaks of silver-gray. A disarming look, like that of a country gentleman.


Pohl focused again on the crowd.


“American influence is also destroying our rich German heritage. We have American food, television, movies, books, you name it. Our young people feast upon those foreign influences, and can’t remember a time when things German were thought important. They know only that a war occurred, horrible things happened, and we must pay the price for all of those errors.”


The people erupted again.


“Make no mistake. I advocate nothing associated with the former Thousand-Year Reich. I abhor every single one of its policies. Everything it did was evil. I do not endorse violence in any manner to achieve a political end. Not now. Not ever. I ask only that Germany be allowed to exist in a form that is supported by a majority of Germans.”


His gaze raked the faces, watching the anticipation that his words seemed to generate. Time to finish. He pointed, his gesture falling upon the audience equally. “Back to the future, my friends. That is my goal. I ask that you also make it yours.”


Applause erupted.


The television cameras caught it all. He raised his arms to embrace the cheers. His eyes sought and found Engle, and through his held gaze he let it be known that they needed to speak. His minion headed toward a limousine parked just beyond the square.


He left the podium and headed for the same limousine, climbing inside.


Engle smiled. “Hanna Cress is dead.”


That woman appearing on the scene had been unexpected. Not part of the plan. So it had required decisive action.


“You handled it?”


Engle nodded.


“Then what’s wrong?”


“The Americans have entered the picture.”


That was troubling. “Tell me more.”


He listened to Engle describe how ex-president, now U.S. senator Danny Daniels had appeared in Partenkirchen, questioning Hanna Cress, there when she died.


There could only be one source for that complication.


Marie Eisenhuth.










CHAPTER SIX


South-Central Germany 


1:00 p.m.


Chancellor Marie Eisenhuth stared out the helicopter’s window. Before landing she’d asked to be flown over the area, about sixty-five kilometers north of Bayreuth, so she could see the abomination for herself.


Below rose the stunted peaks of the Harz Mountains. The central German slopes were thick with blue fir and furrowed by valleys where villages nestled against deep lakes and gentle rivers. She knew the PR hype. The land of fairies, a kingdom of magic where children could be transformed by witches into princes and princesses, a place where myth dominated. She could still hear her father telling her about the fountain in Goslar. Knock three times on its lowest basin at midnight and the devil would appear.


She always smiled when she thought of her father. His death, nearly fifty years ago, still hurt.


The chopper banked right.


The site lay just ahead.


Amid a pine forest on the slopes of one of the older mountains, an odd spectacle had been spotted last autumn. Long ago, about fifty larch trees had been purposefully planted so that the seedlings formed a gigantic swastika. With the approach of fall the brilliant yellows and oranges of the dormant larches had stood in stark contrast with the evergreen pines, allowing the obscene symbol to blazon across the landscape. A pilot had spied the memorial and reported it to authorities, everyone amazed that the trees had not been noticed before. The best explanation was that they’d never all gone dormant simultaneously when someone high enough in the air could see. A decision had finally been made to ax them, and Marie realized a good photo opportunity when she heard one. So a campaign stop had been arranged that should garner her a respectable amount of national media coverage.


She stared down at the trees, most of which had already been cleared, the outline of the swastika still there in the open space. A few of the other trees were also to be felled to forever distort the image. A long time had passed since the demise of National Socialism, but remnants of Nazism stubbornly remained. The spectacle below was one of the more benign compared with the ethnic hatred and indiscriminate violence against foreigners that was sadly on the rise again.


She signaled to land, and the helicopter touched down.


She stepped out.


No cadre of aides nipped at her heels. Just her, come to confront the past. A contingent of reporters crowded around. Many of the faces she recognized, regulars to her press detail.


“Quite an odd scene,” a female correspondent from Frankfurt said.


“A forgotten memorial to a horrible mistake.” When it came to the past, she was always careful. “But we must remember Hitler was able to rise not from an abundance of Nazis, but rather because there were simply too few democrats.”


Her usual theme.


Government was the responsibility of the people.


A prudent tactic, considering that her opponent was trying to entangle her in a moral debate over ethnic responsibility. But she’d not served as chancellor for the past sixteen years by nibbling on that kind of bait.


She moved away, and the press followed in her wake.


The woods around her belonged to a variety of national corporations. Some of the area was managed forest, most was land bought long ago for pfennigs. The tree memorial had apparently been planted by a contingent of the Hitler Youth, which once used the Harz region as an outdoor retreat. One of many wilderness camps where young men were indoctrinated with National Socialism through a hypnotic combination of sports, music, and comradery.


She made her way into the grove of evergreens.


Ahead rose a magnificent larch, the last of the offending trees.


It seemed a shame to destroy its beauty. But like Nazism, which stained the hearts and minds of Germany’s best, the trees were a blight on everything beautiful that surrounded them.


And not for themselves individually.


But rather for what they collectively represented. Something she’d once heard came to mind. One Nazi meant nothing, forty were a nuisance, forty thousand nearly ruled Europe.


Her gaze drifted to the forest floor. No undergrowth littered the ground. Again, the symbolism was evident. Nothing had seemed able to flourish in the shade of Hitler, either.


She faced the cameras. “I have something to say.”


Reporters huddled around her.


“My opponent likes to cry, Back to the future. True, he doesn’t actively embrace the past or advocate any of its policies. All he does is remind us of it at every opportunity. He likes to constantly reassert German nationalism. He says that our identity only lies within our borders. On that I strongly disagree.”


She was taking a calculated risk with that denunciation. But as her political consultants had repeatedly advised, Pohl’s campaign depended on Germany’s aging population. Most of his supporters were sixty and over. Pohl himself was nearing seventy, and she was nearly seventy-five. The press had politely dubbed their contest for control a battle of experience. Just a nice way of saying they were old. Interestingly, though, her base came mainly from the young, women, and the college educated. Another basic difference between them: She was Catholic, he was Protestant—and religion meant something to the German voter.


“Are you saying Pohl is too far right?” one of the reporters asked.


“I’m saying he’s too certain as to what afflicts this country. He believes immigration is the root of our problems, that unification has destroyed the economy.” She threw the press a smile. “Diversity is good. For everyone.”


She caught sight of loggers heading toward the larch, chain saws in hand.


She turned her attention back to the press. “We have problems. That’s not in question. Our political parties are losing strength. Unions are fading. Church membership is on the decline. We are the second largest exporter in the world, but possess the highest labor costs of any industrialized nation. Pessimism has become a malady, crippling our desire. My opponent does nothing to soothe any of these afflictions. Instead he uses them, content for the nation to be angry and confused.”


She noticed loggers taking up a position before the tree. They were looking her way, apparently waiting for her to finish.


“Keine Experimente. No experiments. That is my theme. Back to the future is nothing but a blueprint for more problems. My vision is forward.”


She motioned to the loggers.


Chain saws roared to life and blades bit into trunks.


She imagined the scene eighty years ago when eager-eyed youths planted the seedlings with an almost religious care, paying homage to a man they regarded as a god, respecting an ideal none of them understood.


Cameras recorded the action as the aging tree was attacked.


One of the saws bucked as wood caught the chain. The logger yanked the blade free and resumed his assault. She smiled at the tough old tree and thought again about Theodor Pohl’s subtle message of hate.


And hoped the German people were equally as resilient.










CHAPTER SEVEN


Cotton sat in the chopper’s rear compartment with Cassiopeia and Danny Daniels. They were flying across Poland toward Germany. Each wore a headset on a closed-circuit loop so no one else could hear their conversation.


“Theodor Pohl has served six terms in the Bundestag,” Danny said. “He’s from the German state of Hesse. He owns a large estate there named Löwenberg.”


Cotton silently made the translation. Lion’s mount.


“Supposedly he’s an ardent anti-communist. I have my doubts, though. He was not deemed a viable candidate for the chancellorship until three years ago, when his party rose to control nearly a quarter of the Bundestag.”


“And whoever has that much of a say in the national assembly is a man to be reckoned with,” Cotton added.


Danny nodded. “He has the voice of a demagogue, the face of a prophet, and his words resonate. He’s a populist. Pure and simple, playing off xenophobic fears. He exploits the new right while keeping his distance from the fanatical elements. Immigration is a sensitive subject in Germany, but he likes to aggravate that open nerve. No pro-Nazi stance, or anything like that. Just a simple nationalistic theme.”


Which made sense.


Cotton knew that German law banned any political party that advocated violence. No Hitler salutes or swastikas. Nothing that even implied the former Third Reich. But that didn’t mean those ideas did not linger.


An old saying came to mind.


Clever be the tongue that can speak without talking.


“The new right is growing everywhere across Europe,” Danny said. “Even in your adopted country.”


Cotton was acquainted with Denmark’s politics, which involved some of the toughest anti-immigration laws in Europe. Its cradle-to-grave welfare system was one of the best, so conservatives there had an easy time preaching isolationism. It was now next to impossible to seek asylum, obtain residence permits, or receive welfare payments. His own residency permit remained stamped temporary, subject to immediate revocation.


“Like I told you,” Danny said, “after the German elections, the EU parliamentary elections are next. That’s a Continent-wide vote. There’s a real fear that the new right could take over the EU Parliament. It’s been working in that direction for several years now. They realize they can’t get rid of the EU, though they would love that. It’s too entrenched. Nor can they individually opt out, country by country. God knows England proved that a folly. So they’ve decided to fundamentally change things from within. To do that, though, they need votes in the EU Parliament. And they’re working on getting those.”


Cotton had taken the time over the past few years to become familiar with the EU. It had been an experiment from the start. Twenty-seven countries thrown together by the Treaty of Rome in 1957, bound so tight with a common currency, free trade, and open borders that war among them would no longer be an option. The whole point had been to dissuade nationalism. In the last round of EU elections five years ago, only about 40 percent of voters had turned out. Not good. Unfortunately, many of the more centrist parties across Europe lacked the youth, vigor, and energy to compete with the excitement of the new right. And whoever controlled at least a third of the EU Parliament’s seats could block vital appointments, overrule policies, and push hard-liners for key positions, influencing myriad things including trade and immigration. It didn’t help that Western European nations stayed at odds with the EU’s newest members—all in the east, former Soviet satellite countries—which were luring jobs and industry from the west with cheap labor and low taxes.


A new east-versus-west battle.


Which the west was losing.


“Theodor Pohl is good at harnessing anger,” Danny said. “He casts himself as a macher. Man of action. And, unfortunately, that’s what he is. He can get things done. Marie Eisenhuth is more a seher. A visionary.”


“Aren’t you the bilingual one,” Cassiopeia taunted.


“I do have my moments. But four things make Pohl dangerous. He’s smart. No fool. Decisive. And most important, he can explain himself with an eloquence that others easily agree with. His nationalistic ideas are becoming widely accepted across Germany. His party could garner a solid number of seats in the Bundestag.”


The chopper kept heading west, the ride smooth in the afternoon air. Even Cassiopeia didn’t seem bothered by the flight. They’d learned that the Airvan had crashed into the woods with no one injured on the ground.


“Each European country seems to have their own charismatic new-right personality,” Danny said. “Their own Theodor Pohl, fueling the flames of ultra-conservatism and exciting fears. The German system makes the problem even more acute. With so many political parties, it’s doubtful anyone will achieve a majority. So a coalition will rule. Pohl has forged alliances with the Christian Democrats and the Free Democrats, enough to allow him to become chancellor. But to do that he, and his party, must outpoll Marie Eisenhuth and her party in the coming elections. His political partners are waiting to see how the people vote before finalizing their alliance. They want to shift right, but they also want to be sure it’s the way to go.”


“I assume Eisenhuth has a similar dilemma,” Cassiopeia said. “If she prevails the other parties fall in behind her?”


“Precisely.”


“So what does this have to do with us?” Cotton asked.


“The election is too close to call. It’s a little over sixty days from now. Three weeks ago Chancellor Eisenhuth received an email.” Danny hesitated. “Then two more emails after that. All supposedly from a man named Gerhard Schüb. What he was saying attracted the chancellor’s attention, so a meet was arranged for last Friday where a packet of documents was hand-delivered to the chancellor’s representative. The courier was Hanna Cress, the woman who was arrested, then murdered. And then there’s another rub to this itch. We’ve actually had contact with a Gerhard Schüb before. Through Jonathan Wyatt.”


That name Cotton knew.


A former American intelligence operative. Never a friend. For a while even an enemy. But eventually they came face-to-face on an island in Canada and settled their differences.


“Right before all that unpleasantness a few years ago with my assassination attempt in New York,” Danny said, “Wyatt had a confrontation in Chile with a man named Gerhard Schüb. He filed a report on what happened. When Chancellor Eisenhuth talked to me about her problem, she asked if we knew anything about Schüb. I made inquiries through Stephanie and she told me about Chile. Supposedly, according to Wyatt, Schüb killed himself there.”


“Wyatt is a loose cannon,” Cotton said. “Always has been. Are you saying he lied in his report?”


Danny shook his head. “More like he got played. We think he was tricked into believing Schüb was dead. I have his report with me.” Danny glanced at his watch. “We’re about half an hour out. Before we land I need you both to read it and something else, part of what was delivered last Friday by Hanna Cress.”


Danny reached beneath his jacket and removed a few sheets of paper, which he handed over.


Together, they read.










CHAPTER EIGHT


April 30, 1945. The Führer’s mood has progressively worsened since yesterday when the generals informed him that Berlin was lost and a counteroffensive from the 11th Panzer Army, which he thought would save the Reich, had not been initiated. He became incensed on learning that Himmler was negotiating independently with the Allies for peace. That action made him suspect everything related to the SS, including the cyanide capsules supplied for the bunker.


“They are fakes,” Hitler screamed. “The chicken farmer Himmler wants me taken alive so the Russians can display me like a zoo animal.”


He fingered one of the capsules and declared it nothing more than a sedative.


“Malignancy is rife,” he lamented.


To be sure of the poison, during the late morning he retreated to the surface and watched as a capsule was administered to his favorite Alsatian. The dog died quickly, and the act seemed to satisfy him. The Führer then descended back into the bunker and presented his two personal secretaries with a poison capsule each, commenting that he wished he could have provided a better parting gift. They thanked him for his kindness and he praised their service, wishing his generals would have been as loyal.


Earlier, near 2:00 a.m., they were all summoned to the bunker, officers, women, and men. Hitler appeared with Bormann. His eyes carried the same hazy glaze of late, a lock of hair plastered to his sweaty forehead, and he shuffled in what appeared to be a painful stoop. Dandruff flecked his shoulders thick as dust. The right side of his body trembled uncontrollably. The German people would be amazed to see the weakened condition of their Supreme Leader. We were assembled in a line and the Führer proceeded to shake each of our hands. Saliva drooled from his mouth. Bormann watched in silence. I heard Hitler mutter as he departed, “Alles in ordnung.” All is in order.


We all sensed that the end was near. This man who by sheer force of personality had so completely dominated a nation was about to end his life. There was so much relief that we hurried to ground level and held a dance in the canteen of the Chancellery. High officers who days before would not have acknowledged we existed shook our hands and talked openly. Everyone realized that postwar Germany was going to be greatly different. A realignment would occur not only in people, but in social order. All at the dance seemed to grasp that reality, and I watched with great amusement as egos crumbled.


By noon the news was not good. Russian troops had partly occupied the Chancellery. The Tiergarten had been taken. The Potsdamer Platz and Weidendammer Bridge were lost. Hitler accepted the information without emotion. At 2:00 p.m. he took lunch with his secretaries and cook. His wife, Eva, who normally ate with Hitler, was not there. Their marriage was little more than a day old and her absence from Hitler’s side was something to be noted. Such an odd wedding. The din of battle leaking in from aboveground. The cold gray concrete walls. A humid, moldy aroma that stained everything with a stench of confinement. Each declared that they were of pure Aryan descent and free of hereditary disease. Goebbels and Bormann served as official witnesses. The bride and groom barely smiled as vows were exchanged. An odd sort of fulfillment amid overwhelming failure.


After lunch, Hitler and his wife appeared together and we were all summoned again. Another farewell occurred with little emotion, then the Führer and Eva Braun returned to their private quarters. All were dismissed save for a few. Within minutes a single gunshot was heard.


Cotton looked up from the pages.


The helicopter kept churning westward.


“This is nothing new. I’ve read similar accounts before. Eva Braun bit down on a cyanide capsule and Hitler shot himself. Their bodies were taken up to ground level and burned, then buried. The Russians found the corpses, but told no one and took the remains back to Moscow. Stalin wanted the Allies to believe Hitler was still alive. His way of keeping everybody off guard and justifying his occupying Eastern Europe. All of the details came to light in the 1990s, after the fall of the Soviet Union when its archives were opened.” He held up the sheets. “But this seems like firsthand information. Where did it come from?”


Danny shrugged. “Moscow. From those old Soviet archives. Historians have long thought there was a Soviet spy in the Führerbunker. Even Hitler believed it.”


He knew the tale of das Leck. The leak. Many names had been attached to the label, similar to speculation over who could have been Deep Throat during Watergate. That mystery had been solved. But das Leck remained unknown.


“Keep reading,” Danny said.


Bormann was the first into the room after the shot. A smell of cyanide smarted the eyes and forced a retreat for a few moments while the air cleared. Hitler lay sprawled on the left side of the couch, a bullet hole the size of a silver mark in his skull. Eva Braun lay on the right side of the sofa. A vase filled with tulips and white narcissi had fallen over from an adjacent table, spilling water on her blue dress, staining her thighs. There was no sign of blood upon her, but the remains of a glass ampule dotted her lips. A woolen blanket was produced and Hitler’s body wrapped inside. The Führer’s valet, Linge, and Dr. Stumpfegger carried the body up to ground level. Bormann wrapped Eva Braun’s remains in a blanket. He shouldered the corpse and carried her from the room. One of the guards called to him and he halted in the passageway. There was a brief discussion and Bormann laid the body in an adjacent anteroom. He dealt with the guard, then returned and passed Eva Braun’s corpse to Kempka, who in turn passed her to Günsche, who then gave her to an SS officer who carried the body up to the Chancellery garden.


The two corpses were laid side by side and petrol poured over them. Russian guns boomed in the distance and someone mentioned that Ivan was less than two hundred meters away, near the Stadtmitte U-Bahn station. A bomb exploded and drove the mourners into the shelter of a nearby porch. Bormann, Burgdorf, Goebbels, Günsche, Linge, and Kempka were all there. I watched from the doorway leading into the bunker. Günsche dipped a rag into petrol, lit it, then tossed the burning fuse onto the bodies. Sheets of flames erupted. Everyone stood at attention, saluted, then withdrew. I was the last to retreat. Before closing the door I stood for a moment and watched the flames. One thought kept racing across my mind. A detail that I willed myself never to forget. When they laid out Eva Braun’s corpse, her blue dress was no longer wet.


“I’ve never heard this before,” Cassiopeia said. “I’ve read Trevor-Roper’s Last Days of Hitler and other definitive narratives. But no one ever mentioned anything like this regarding Eva Braun.”


“The German experts agree with you,” Danny said. “This is new information, supposedly from a Soviet spy who was there. You’re reading an English translation from the original Soviet report. Hanna Cress delivered an envelope full of document images, each bearing the Soviet seal and stamp. But here’s the really fascinating part. Those documents were delivered last Friday. But a summary of the same information, written by Jonathan Wyatt, appears in his report, filed in DC, on what happened in Chile a few years ago. Nearly identical information, leading us to believe he may have read this exact account, too. Supposedly told to him by a man named Gerhard Schüb.”


Cotton connected the dots and gestured with the pages. “You think Schüb was das Leck? He wrote this?”
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